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Hope in Higher Education Forum Report 
 

Introduction 
The Hope in Higher Education Forum took place at Bloomsbury Baptist Church on 4 May 
2016. The Forum was organised in order to bring to bring together a range of key decision 
makers in denominations, and people with interest and experience in higher education, 
mission and evangelism, and work with young people. 

 
The Forum offered opportunities to build networks of expertise and shared interest, but 
most importantly to begin to plan strategic action and involvement with higher education. 
The aim was to make specific recommendations for action, and for plans to begin to take 
shape on the day, and for the momentum to build from that point. 

 
This report aims to provide a record of the discussions, questions and recommendations 
emerging from workshops and plenary sessions. It is in no way a complete record but 
offers a summary of key points. The summaries have been presented in different ways: 
some lend themselves to presentation as a mind-map, as there are a number of discrete 
and inter-related themes; others have been presented as lists of bullet-points, sometimes 
divided into the sections provided by the groups. 

 
Attendance		
The Forum was attended by 33 people (not including members of the working group, 
workshop leaders or presenters), representing 8 of the 24 Free Churches Group 
denominations or groupings. Others identified themselves as chaplains but did not specify 
their denomination. Staff from denominational headquarters or with a national remit 
attended from 6 of the 7 denominations. 
		

Denomination/ 
grouping		

Baptist		 Christ 	
Apostolic 
Church		

Churches in 
Communities		

Church of God of 
Prophecy 

Congregational 
Federation		

Methodist		

		 7		 2		 2		 1 1		 4		
Denomination/ 
grouping		

New	
Testament 
Assembly		

United 	
Reformed 	
Church		

Chaplain		 FCG officers/ 
staff		

Other		  

		 3		 2		 4		 4		 3		
		
The Programme 

 
Welcome and input: challenges and key messages 

 
The day was introduced by Revd Dr Hugh Osgood, The Free Churches Group Moderator, 
with prayers led by Revd Paul Rochester, the General Secretary of the Free Churches 
Group. 

 
Stephen Heap introduced the key issues in Higher Education, asking the following 
questions: 

 
•   What do we as FC people think universities are for?
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•   What impact are the present changes in higher education policy having on HE 
generally and on FC theological colleges? 

•   What is happening to religion in our universities? 
• How might the FCs best engage with HE and in caring for, supporting and 

evangelising students? 
 
He then invited people to consider how we might approach the following, all of which had 
been discussed by the working group: 

 
•   A positive vision for higher education 
•   Religion on campus 
•   Strategic approach to chaplaincy and student work 
•   Issues facing theological colleges 

 
Stephen then said that the purpose of the day was to: 

 
•   Identify key issues 
•   Suggest next steps 
•   Have fun, stimulating, enthusing conversation. 

 
Creative response activity 
Those attending were invited to consider what were their key issues relating to Higher 
Education. These were written on post-it notes and collected. There was a broad range of 
responses but they fell into these general areas: 
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Keynote address 
Les Ebdon gave the keynote address, introducing the HE context and the changes within 
it. He identified some of the current issues, set out some of the elements included in a 
Free Church perspective on HE and posed some questions about HE and the churches’ 
involvement with it. 
 
Workshops 
Those attending the Forum had been asked to identify the workshop in which they would 
like to participate in advance. Five workshops were offered. Only one person had indicated 
that they wished to attended the workshop on theological colleges, so it was decided not to 
offer it as an option on the day. Each workshop produced a summary of the issues 
discussed, recommendations made and ideas to be noted. These are included below. 

 
1.  Key issues in Higher Education 
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Next steps 
The group discussing the key issues in HE, identified the next steps for this work as 
follows: 

 
• Mapping other denominations and networks e.g. CHELG: who are the FC people in 

academia? 
•   Resourcing and involving the FCs in HE locally 
•   Ethos of inclusive involvement across the constituency 
•   Identifying relevant FC principles 
•   Communication with FC member bodies and with HE 
•   Examining the state of TRS and opportunities 

 
2.  The place of religion on campus 

 
The group made the following points: 

 
•   Dramatic changes in campus ethos 
•   Chaplain’s role in stimulating what goes on – including research 
•   Wide variety of activity and engagement – facilitation organised by chaplains 
•   Students given courage to believe by role models 
•   Hostility students receive as Christians 
• Aggression to Christian students because of stereotype perception of attitudes to 

gay issues 
•   E.g. of Dalinger lecture on faith and science (University of Plymouth) 
•   Difficulty of identification of religious affiliation 
•   How much should Church/Christianity be influencing Christian values? 
•   How should faith integrate with university activities? 
•   University of Northampton – chaplain designated in School of Health – issues like 

“do not resuscitate” 
• People of faith having opportunities to define what faith is – on campus and 

elsewhere 
•   Problem of religious illiteracy – knowledge about religion/religions/faith 
• University contribution to understanding the nature of religion and religions and their 

diversity 
•   The fear about exploring religion in HE 
•   How do we equip local churches to contribute? 
•   How do we earn the right to be heard or be seen as relevant? 
•   What do we mean by university being secular? 

Keeping religion out OR 
Space where all the voices and faiths are heard. 

•   Christianity – less tolerant than others regarding perception of expressions of faith. 
•   Values of certain universities have demonstrated: 

loose values and ethics 
place for chaplains and others to challenge this 

• Alternative view – places where ethics have improved – some ethics committees 
strive to seek to do the right thing 

•   Comparison to Early Church: stereotyping of Christians 
•   Problem of “box-ticking” coverage 
•   Well-being: more willingness to use this as entry point to spirituality 
•   Problem of a Christian faith-stance being perceived as intolerant by society
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•   Fighting for “standing up for” your faith – how do we understand this today? 
•   Need to do more on what as Free Churches we understand secular to be 
• Towards a secular society that Christians can affirm without losing our 

distinctiveness 
•   University – freedom of exploring at the edges of the acceptable 
• “Brand loyalty” of new denominations tends to be stronger: new churches and other 

religions and their denominations 
• Christians and chaplains coming alongside students in their “transitions” and 

coming with challenges 
•   Helping with the potential trauma felt in encountering/exploring new ideas – 

importance of enriching relationships. 
 

3.  Chaplaincy and student work 
 

Where have we come from: the underpinning? 
 

•   Uniqueness of the individual 
•   Belief that churches are involved with students 
•   Believing in a space where we can grow 
•   Flourishing communities 
•   Greater acceptance that chaplaincy was there 
•   Caring for students, listening to students 

 
Current issues 

 
•   A lack of knowledge of how universities work 
•   How does a student know who’s who? 
•   How does the church relate to the university? 
•   What is the difference between chaplaincy and student work? 
•   What is the place of the CU in the university? What is the relationship between 

CU and churches? 
•   Freedom of religion: freedom to express religion in a safe space 
•   Where does the university sit in relation to chaplaincy? 
•   Chaplaincy is not just student work 

 
What are the next steps? Areas to work on 

 
•   An understanding of what we want to achieve 
•   Starting conversations with local churches about students in the area 
•   Understanding the universities’ work with parents 
•   How are we preparing young people for when they go to university? 
• The student’s home church and the university they are going to (the relationship 

between the two) 
•   Two-way education between chaplains and churches (also with students). 

 
4.  Local churches and HE 

 
This workshop was largely experiencial and some of the thinking and ideas then fed 
into the Open Space Forum.
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Some of the group’s points and ideas are listed here: 
 

•   Group visits to churches 
•   Providing “mystical experiences”, not formulaic 
•   Food/lifts! 
•   Link chaplains to local churches 
•   Joining the family 
•   Freedom to express doubts 
•   Making students aware of faith communities 
•   Making churches aware of students 
•   Welcoming communities – 

at key stages 
attitudes 
accept difference 

•   Providing chaplains who can act as mentors 
•   Individuals in churches tasked with maintaining contact: keyed into culture 
•   University link worker 
•   Churches meeting on campus – very visible 
•   Local churches praying for youngsters going to uni 
•   Links with the parish – exploring vocation 
•   Churches meeting on campus – very visible 

 
 
Open Space Forum 

 
Graham Handscomb introduced the concept of Open Space, where participants were 
invited to follow their own areas of interest within flexible groupings, and to identify next 
steps. As time was limited, the Open Space concept was modified and directed more than 
would be usual. All were invited to write their questions or areas of interest on post-it 
notes, which were then collated and grouped to identify the key areas around which groups 
might assemble and base their discussions. 

 
Not all the areas of interest that were identified as themes were pursued in by discussion 
groups, but points made on the post-it notes have all been recorded under the headings 
agreed. 

 
Multi-faith or a diverse learning community 

 
•   What is multi-faith chaplaincy? 
•   The challenge of diversity of Christian perspectives in chaplaincy and wider HE 

environs 
•   Christian faith expressed in the multi-faith environment of the university 

These points were on post-it notes and were not followed-up by a group discussion. 

Discipleship: broadening FC involvement 

Post-it note points: 
 

• How? The ways to look after international students to settle down, living well, 
happily, with Christian love.
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•   (Communication) Inclusion of all FC denominations and the collective role in FC 
•   How to get more Christian spirit-filled chaplains on university campuses 
•   Involvement and participation of black majority churches in chaplaincy 

 
Points arising from group discussion: 

 
•   Presence – in university campus 
•   Engaging wider FC members 
• Education British BME churches about the nature of chaplaincy to increase 

involvement. 
 
Free Church strategic approach to chaplaincy and student work 

 
Post-it note points: 

 
•   Strategies for chaplains and chaplaincy 
•   The differences and links between chaplaincy and student work/ministry 
•   A Free Church strategic approach 

 
Points arising from group discussion: 

 
•   What are we trying to achieve? 

Helping people on their faith journey 
• Help FC chaplains understand the breadth of the Free Churches Group: 

How? – directory of local churches? 
more communications between Free Churches 

• Make sure not too much duplication of work between 
e.g. appointing chaplains 
Information on how to become a chaplain 
themed newsletter 

• Strategic approach to student work – work with student organisations (SCM, 
Fusion, UCCF) 

 
Resourcing local Free Churches 

 
Post-it note points: 

 
• We discussed linking local churches with Christian students. The space for me is 

what about the students who have never considered faith and the local church? 
•   Local churches engaging with students and university chaplains 
•   How to encourage local FCs to engage with students 
•   Resourcing and involving local Free Churches in the areas of Higher Education 
•   “Ecumenism” (churches co-operating) 

Points arising from group discussion: 

•   Who do I (the chaplain) contact in the local church? 
•   “Should” local church contact chaplaincy in university to which they are going? 
• Do the chaplains need to educate local churches/break down barriers i.e. share the 

needs where churches might serve chaplains? 
•   Time/priority/ways of doing things
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Transition to University 
 

Post-it note points: 
 

• Being the link between students going to university and coming to university and 
the local church 

•   How to prepare “pre-students” for life as Christians on campus 
• I want to think about preparing young people for university with a pre-university 

course next September 
•   Preparation for transitions to university campus and local churches 

 
Points arising from group discussion: 

 
•   Church-based resource: 
•   Pack of resources maybe leaflet/top tips/session plans for: 

young people (18+) going to university (before they leave youth work in the 
church) 
Parents of young people going to university 
Churches sending young people to university 

• Further thinking on other students transitioning from different aspects of life e.g. 
mature students 

•   Visible chaplains during Freshers’ Week 
 

Diversity within Christian student world: within Christianity and wider 
 

Post-it note points: 
 

• What are the ways of creating new pathways to the “hidden majority” in 
universities, accepting that what is already on offer is not the only way? 

• How can we work together to offer alternatives to Christian Unions and big 
student churches, and how can this be resourced? 

• Engaging with students in HE who don’t fit the big student 
programme/church. 

•   Encouraging broader theological reflection among Christian students 
•   LGBT and faith 
• How can we work together to resource student work particularly in smaller 

local churches and supporting ecumenical and inclusive student groups? 
 

This was not followed-up by a group discussion. 
 

Space for religious freedom 
 

Post-it note points: 
 

•   FCG prophetic voice: what does this look like? 
•   Equality and belief 
•   Defending free speech and freedom of belief 
•   How do we maintain the space so that religious freedom is exercised?
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Points arising from group discussion: 
 

•   FCG values encompass this but do FC chaplains know and model this? 
Hospitable spaces for multi-faith debate: including non-religious 
belief/worldview. 

• University is about discomfort as part of maturity – important not to wrap 
people in cotton wool. 

• Also, “no-platforming” prevents dissenting voices being raised, heard and 
contested 

• A “safe space” is not necessarily a comfortable space; encountering debatge 
prepares people for life beyond university 

•   CURIOSITY rather than JUDGEMENT 

Next steps: 

• Share these open space headings with other sector chaplains (health, 
prison etc) 

•   Communicate the FC values more widely and see where they resonate. 
 

How do you speak to Government and decision-makers? 
 

Points arising from group discussion: 
 

•   As a collective – not fragmented – range of alliances 
•   Go to Government with solutions, not problems 
•   Strategic vision, so are ready at these critical moments of policy incohesion 
• Identify resources, perhaps individuals OR members to take the lead on 

particular issues 
•   Network – lobbyists, interns, voices, key connections on all sides of 

Government. 
 
Identifying the next steps 

 
After the Open Space Forum groups had reported back, there was a plenary discussion 
bringing together ideas for the next steps that the Free Churches might take in their 
engagement with Higher Education. 

 
1.  Circulate the e-mail addresses of Forum participants in order to start creating a 

network 
 

2.  Develop a resource for: 
young people leaving churches for HE 
parents 
churches 
(there is research that suggests there is a need – Johnny Libby) 
SCM is doing this work at the moment and would welcome working with others.
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3.  Map the variety of approaches to multi-faith chaplaincies: 
 
 
 

•   learning from other sectors 
•   Free Church values 
•   What are the FC values that might be relevant to chaplaincy? 

 
 

4.  Global exclusions to global economy: 
 

•   What should we do about that? What is the role of the university? 
•   Social mobility and aspiration (our “local” issues) 
•   Distinctiveness – from funders/who organises it. 
•   Prophetic voice 

 
 

5.  Conduct an audit of what goes on already: 
 

•   Chaplaincy 
•   Student work 
•   Theological education 
•   Case studies – sharing best practice 
•   Informing students 
•   Joined-up research framework (regional basis) (David Evans). 

 
6.  Responsibility of chaplains: 

how can we support them? 
 

•   Information – “where to go if…” 
•   Networking – “what to do if …” 
•   Training and development needs 

 
7.  Identifying resources and networks: 

 
•   Those who might speak to Government from an area of specialism 
•   What resources do we have? 

 
8.  Continuing to shape our strategic vision so that it is ready when there is an 

opportunity. 
 

9.  Speak to Government as a collective, making alliances 
 

•   Go with solutions, not problems 
 

10. Avoid duplication 
 

•   Chaplaincy-themed newsletter – good practice 
 

11. How can local churches find a point of contact in HE?
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12. How can local churches use the resources they have? 
 

13. Communication and stories: 
 

•   Directory of local churches and chaplains (SCM resource?) 
 

14. Theological colleges and TRS 
 

15. Freedom of expression (e.g. “no-platform-ing”) 
Free Church perspectives 

 
16. Vision (rooted in principles) 

 
•   How do FC values apply to HE? 

Enabling response 
•   Gaining ownership so that we can make a rapid response 
•   Positive vision for HE statement 

 
17. FCG can be a “clearing house” to make things available 

 
•   Communication 
•   Good practice 

 
18. There needs to be a Free Church strategy for engagement with Higher Education.

	
	


